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According to Amnesty International 
"a new refugee is created every 21 sec- 
onds." Many of the world's 15 million 
asylum seekers flee their homes and 
countries to escape persecution be- 
cause of their religious beliefs and 
practices. "It is estimated that over 
75% of the world's population claim 
adherence to a religion and yet, 2.6 bil- 
lion people are denied freedom of reli- 
gion including one million religious 
prisoners."' These facts alone should 
draw particular attention to 'religious 
freedom' as a human rights issue in 
need of greater public address. 
Often, the question of 'religious 
persecution' is complex in terms of 
making a significant distinction be- 
tween persons persecuted based on 
religion and other types of asylum 
seekers since the violence may be 
intertwined with issues of ethnicity 
race, nationality, political views and/ 
or membership in a specific social 
group. Nonetheless, it is essential 
and foreign affairs departments not 
discriminate between groups of refu- 
gees based on their religious beliefs. 
The focus must be on confronting the 
problem itself. By campaigning 
against religious rights violations, is- 
suing reports of abuse inflicted on 
explicit individuals and/or groups 
and helping to ensure protection for 
such displaced and vulnerable per- 
sons, the democratic mandate of moral 
and social responsibility is being ful- 
that human rights organizations filled. 
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The refugees based on religious 
perecution around the world are being 
forced to suffer unspeakable cruelties: 
displacement and disease, torture, 
rape, starvation and even death. Alex- 
ander Solzhenitsyn (a former target of 
Soviet persecution for practising free- 
dom of expression and belief) wrote, 
"though it is impossible to expel evil 
from the world inits entirety, it ispossi- 
ble to constrain it within each per- 
son."2 Whether academician or artist, 
religious cleric or laity, student or 
teacher, entrepreneur or politician, ac- 
tivism is the universal call to which 
we must all respond if we are to help 
those whose lives are being shattered 
and forced into exile. One refugee 
named Renata (who fled the carnage in 
former Yugoslavia) made the sobering 
comment. "People are not chairs that 
canbe moved around ~onstantly."~Lest 
we forget. Remember the persecuted!. 
NOTES 
1. Figures taken from David B. Barrett, ed., 
World Christian Encyclopedia: A Com- 
parative Study of Churches and Religions 
in the Modem World AD 1900-2000 (Ox- 
ford, Oxford University Press 1982). 
2. Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago: 
1918-1956. An Experiment in Literary 
Investigation (New York: Harper Collins, 
1992), Vol. HI, Part 5, Chapter 5, 105. 
3. Quote taken from Amnesty International 
web site on Refugee 1ssues.o 
2 Refuge, Vol. 19, No. 1 (July 2000) 
